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ME OR WE?

Is There Space for Both?



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Shemot

The Children of Israel multiply
in Egypt. Threatened by their
growing numbers, Pharaoh
enslaves them and orders the
Hebrew midwives, Shifrah and
Pu’ah, to kill all male babies at
birth. When they do not
comply, he commands his
people to cast the Hebrew
babies into the Nile.

A child is born to Jochebed,
the daughter of Levi, and her
husband, Amram. This baby is
placed in a basket on the river,
while the baby’s sister, Miriam,
stands watch from afar.
Pharaoh’s daughter discovers
the boy, raises him as her son,
and names him Moses.

As a young man, Moses leaves

the palace and discovers the
hardship of his people. He
sees an Egyptian beating a
Hebrew and kills the Egyptian.
The next day, he sees two
Jews fighting; when he
admonishes them, they reveal
his deed of the previous day,
and Moses is forced to flee to
Midian. There, he rescues
Jethro’s daughters, marries
one of them (Zipporah), and
becomes a shepherd of his
father-in-law’s flocks.

G d appears to Moses in a
burning bush at the foot of
Mount Sinai and instructs him
to go to Pharaoh and demand,
“Let My people go, so that
they may serve Me.” Moses’s
brother, Aaron, is appointed to

serve as his spokesman. In
Egypt, Moses and Aaron
assemble the elders of Israel
to tell them that the time of
their redemption has come.
The people believe them, but
Pharaoh refuses to let them go
and even intensifies the
suffering of Israel.

Moses returns to G d to
protest, “Why have You done
evil to this people?” G d
promises that their
redemption is close at hand.
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people? Return to your labors.




Moses and Aaron belonged to the tribe of Levi,
and the Levites were not enslaved in Egypt. To
what labor, then, did Pharaoh dispatch them?



TEXT 2A

Rabbi Chezkiah ben
Mano’ach, Chizkuni, ad
loc.
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When the Egyptians first compelled the Jews
to work for them, Pharaoh worked alongside
them so they would be motivated to work
hard. ... The tribe of Levi recalled that Jacob
had forbidden his son Levi to carry his casket
at his funeral because Levi’s sons would one
day carry the holy ark. The Levites, therefore,
refused to submit to Egypt, and Pharaoh did
not compel them.

[It turned out that] only those who chose to
be subjugated that first day remained in
bondage.
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Nachmanides, ad loc.
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It is the custom of every nation to have wise
people who preserve and pass on the
[nation’s] heritage. Pharaoh released the tribe
of Levi from bondage so they could serve as
the wise men and elders of the people.

And this was all orchestrated by G-d in
Heaven.







T EXT 3 92X ,05°N22 MWY? 037 WO 0dNoKR?A% 107 Go to your labors that await you in your

homes. But the tribe of Levi was exempt
Rashi, Exodus 54 172 2w 102w DY 0T R? 0°IXN TV NORONM from bondage.

R2W DR QORYP IR WA W T2 VI The proof is that Moses and Aaron came in
M3 and out of the palace at will.




TEXT 4

Rabbi Bachya ben Asher
Ibn Halawa, ad loc.
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In the Midrash: Rabbi Yehoshua the son of
Levi said, “The tribe of Levi was exempt from
backbreaking labor.”

Pharaoh said to Moses and Aaron, “You
propose to leave Egypt and go worship your
G-d because you have too much time on your
hands. [Therefore,] go join the rest of the
Jews in slave labor.”




When it comes to real life, we can’t choose both options
at the same time. We can’t choose to focus only on

ourselves and also only on the community. So, which
should we choose?



Pharaoh was telling
Moses to choose his lane
in a different sense. You
are either in your world,
the world of the dreamer
and believer, or in the
real world. Choose your

world because you can’t
have both.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
16, p. 29
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Pharaoh was a very wise man, and he had a
strong logical argument.

By every natural consideration, the Jews had
no hope of being liberated from Egypt. As our
sages stated, “No slave could escape from
Egypt” (Mechilta, Exodus 18:11). Moreover, this
state of bondage was also consistent with G-
d’s Heavenly decree. For G-d had decreed
that the Jews would remain in Egypt for 400
years [and only 210 years had elapsed].

This was Pharaoh’s argument. “Why do you
set out to change both nature and G-d’s
wishes? Go to your labor: go study Torah and
let the question of Jewish bondage be
resolved by the world’s natural pattern.”
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Zohar, Vol 2, p. 11B
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“And the woman conceived and gave birth to
a son. And she saw that he was good”
(Exodus 2:2).

What was good about him?

Rabbi Chiya said, “He was born circumcised. .

2

Rabbi Yosei said, “She saw the light of G-d in
him. The moment he was born, the entire
house filled with light.”




TEXT 6B

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
16, pp. 26-27
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We find that Moses excelled in two areas: (A)
He was superior and perfect. The fact that G-
d chose him from all of humanity indicates
that he was spiritually exalted—he was above
worldliness and completely attached to G-d.
(B) He had achieved perfection as a shepherd.
He provided for every material and spiritual
need of the Jewish people, and through
them, to the world at large. [The first
highlights his transcendence, while] the latter
indicates his willingness to descend from his
trancendent state. Both of these traits were
in him immediately upon birth: Being born
circumcised speaks to his personal perfection
and transcendence. Such births are not
natural. [It tells us that] he was completely
irradiated by his G-dly soul without the
hindrance of a foreskin or evil inclination. The
fact that G-d’s light filled the house upon his
birth indicated that he would share his rare
light and teachings with the Jews in
particular and with the world at large.




Being connected with
G-d and having a
compelling pragmatic
message for real life
are both encapsulated
in one word: good.
Both are part of the
good G-d.
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Rabbi Yehudah the son of Ila’i said, “The first
is for growth in height; the second is for
growth in stature, for Pharaoh appointed him
lord over the royal palace.”




TEXT 8

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
16, pp. 27-28
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(A) His personal perfection, his attachment
and oneness with G-d—this was the
transcendental mode. [In Rashi’s words,] “The
first is for growth in height.”

(B) His perfect ability to share with others [in
the lower world—in Rashi’s words,] “the
second is for growth in stature, for Pharaoh
appointed him lord over the royal palace.”







Just as G-d’s ideas
and rules don’t
change when we shift
from the higher world
to the lower world, so
do they not change
whether the focus is
Oon you or on me.
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Midrash, Eliyahu Rabah 17/
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All Jews are responsible for each other.

This may be compared to a ship that was
pierced in a single cabin. We do not say only
one cabin is vulnerable. Rather we say the
entire ship has been made vulnerable.

The Jewish people are the same.







TEXT 10

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Igrot Kodesh
18, Pp. 383-384
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In response to your letter . .. about your
wonderful thirty-seven-year-custom to tithe
from your earnings to charity: You [write that
you] expect a deduction in your future
earnings, in which case you will be unable to
tithe. You ask how to proceed, whether you
must seek an annulment [from your
presumed commitment to continue to tithe].

This is most surprising. Why would you ask
this question when the best possible
outcome and the wisest course of action is to
continue your wonderful custom and demand
that G-d, the Creator of the world and the
Orchestrater of its affairs, enable you to do
so with peace of mind, good health, joy, and
gladness of heart ... ?

[I conclude with] a blessing for good tidings
about all of the above.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Sefer
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How much more so if we, G d forbid, become
the cause of another’s anguish.







TEXT 13

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
16, p. 30
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When we see a fire burning in a Jewish home,
we never sit down to consider whether to
save our fellow from the flames. We would
never ask, “May I, or should I, intrude into my
fellow’s affairs?” ...

No one would ever ask such questions when
seeing another on fire. We would never ask
whether our actions are correct according to
this or that school of thought. We would rush
to help.

If this is true when someone’s physical life
[and livelihood] are at stake, it is much truer
when someone’s spiritual . . . life is at stake.
There is no justification for such questions.
Rather, we must do all that we can to save
another from the pit of destruction.




KEY POINTS

1.

Pharaoh told Moses to worry about himself rather than be concerned about
the Jewish slaves. Pharaoh also told Moses that Moses’s lofty ideas were not
relevant in the real world.

Moses rejected both arguments. Moses’s entire life was devoted to the idea
that there aren’t two worlds, a spiritual world of G-dly ideas and a world of
pragmatic reality. Rather, the G-d of the higher world controls the lower
world. He has the final say in both worlds.

Similarly, the same G-d who wants me to provide for myself and my family
wants me to provide for others, and their families neglecting either is
inconsistent with G-d.



KEY POINTS

4. When we appear to have enough resources to provide for only one, we must
continue to look after others and G-d, Who sustains the entire world, will
grant us the resources to do both.

5. This truth applies whether the assistance that others require is material or
spiritual.






